Projective identification: the container and reverie as concepts in applied psychoanalysis.
This paper discusses theoretical and clinical problems experienced in the assessment and treatment of two borderline patients admitted to a psychotherapeutic community. It is proposed that difficulties encountered were related first to the inability of the therapeutic couple (therapist and nurse) to develop a capacity for reverie and containment essential if pathological projections were to be detoxified and made available for reintrojection by the patient. Second, it is proposed that failure relates to the patients' difficulties in developing normal symbol formation with respect either to thought or behaviour, related retrospectively to excessive splitting and pathological projective identification and prospectively to an inability to experience whole object relationships. This in turn is linked to the patients' attack on those capacities which are present in the therapeutic couple.